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Student	  engagement	  tends	  to	  be	  viewed	  as	  a	  reflection	  of	  learning	  processes,	  and	  in	  the	  context	  of	  
first	  year	  university	  studies,	  it	  is	  a	  crucial	  means	  of	  an	  educational	  process	  that	  establishes	  the	  
foundations	  for	  successful	  later	  year	  studies	  (Krausse	  and	  Coates,	  2008).	  In	  the	  context	  of	  first	  year	  
design	  studio	  teaching	  in	  higher	  education,	  fostering	  students’	  positive	  engagement	  poses	  
challenges	  to	  design	  educators	  as	  current	  trends	  set	  these	  design	  studios	  to	  be	  large	  size	  classes	  that	  
makes	  difficult	  to	  manage	  and	  follow	  up	  students’	  individual	  learning	  experiences.	  At	  QUT’s	  first	  year	  
industrial	  design	  studio	  classes	  we	  engage	  in	  a	  variety	  of	  teaching	  pedagogies	  from	  which	  we	  identify	  
two	  of	  them	  as	  instrumental	  vehicles	  to	  foster	  positive	  student	  engagement.	  Concept	  bombs	  and	  
the	  field	  trip	  experience	  provide	  such	  platform	  as	  shown	  in	  student	  responses	  through	  a	  learning	  
experience	  survey.	  	  
	  
Introduction	  
According	  to	  Cross,	  (1982)	  designers’	  way	  of	  knowing	  is	  by	  doing.	  In	  design,	  the	  core	  principles	  of	  the	  
discipline	  are	  taught	  through	  practice	  where	  it	  has	  been	  traditional	  to	  use	  problem-­‐based	  and	  
studio-­‐based	  approaches	  as	  central	  features	  of	  design	  education	  (Breslin	  and	  Buchanan,	  2008).	  
However,	  to	  deliver	  successful	  outcomes	  studio-­‐based	  teaching	  approaches	  are	  highly	  dependable	  
on	  the	  type	  of	  students’	  engagement	  in	  class.	  	  	  	  
The	  Australian	  Studio	  Teaching	  Project	  Report	  (ALTC,	  2011)	  states	  that	  it	  is	  the	  studio	  where	  learning	  
emerges	  through	  action,	  and	  that	  learning	  in	  a	  studio	  environment	  is	  distinguished	  by	  emphasis	  on	  
project-­‐based	  work,	  learning	  through	  praxis,	  learning	  through	  workshop,	  and	  learning	  through	  first	  
hand	  observation.	  This	  problem-­‐solving	  and	  project-­‐based	  learning	  approach	  is	  the	  preferred	  
approach	  to	  industrial	  design	  education	  at	  the	  School	  of	  Design	  at	  QUT.	  The	  aim	  is	  to	  help	  students	  
connect	  theory	  and	  the	  application	  of	  design	  principles	  to	  design	  projects.	  In	  the	  context	  of	  the	  First	  
Year	  design	  classes	  with	  a	  large	  number	  of	  students	  (120	  in	  a	  design	  class	  and	  400	  in	  an	  introductory	  
block	  delivery	  class);	  two	  different	  strategies	  have	  been	  undertaken:	  (a)	  team-­‐based	  design	  tasks	  in	  
an	  intensive	  off-­‐site	  experience,	  and	  (b)	  intensive	  “Concept	  Bomb”	  micro	  design	  activities	  in	  the	  
classroom.	  These	  two	  strategies	  aim	  at	  helping	  the	  student	  to	  become	  acclimatised	  to	  the	  design	  
process	  by	  working	  on	  a	  short	  project,	  learning	  from	  peer	  and	  teacher	  feedback,	  reflecting	  on	  the	  
individual	  and	  team	  design	  process,	  and	  closing	  the	  loop	  by	  adopting	  immediate	  performance	  
feedback	  on	  design	  activities.	  Large-­‐sized	  design	  class	  experiences	  have	  shown	  that	  students	  are	  less	  
actively	  involved	  in	  their	  learning	  process,	  do	  not	  engage	  in	  critical	  thinking,	  and	  that	  these	  effects	  
leave	  a	  long	  lasting	  imprint	  on	  their	  learning	  habits	  (Morgado,	  2010).	  The	  two	  strategies	  adopted	  in	  
the	  context	  of	  the	  First	  Year	  design	  at	  QUT	  have	  delivered	  results	  demonstrating	  a	  positive	  level	  of	  
engagement	  of	  students	  in	  class	  and	  in	  the	  development	  of	  their	  design	  process,	  and	  good	  results	  
with	  regard	  to	  the	  development	  of	  their	  critical	  thinking	  skills.	  
The	  assessment	  process	  adopted	  for	  both	  strategies	  assist	  students	  to:	  (a)	  internalise	  assessment	  
criteria,	  (b)	  engage	  with	  criteria	  in	  a	  group	  setting	  reinforcing	  that	  design	  is	  a	  discourse	  activity,	  and	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(c)	  receive	  rapid	  feedback	  that	  reinforces	  their	  learning	  experiences.	  Qualitative	  analysis	  of	  
longitudinal	  student	  survey	  data	  reveals	  high	  student	  satisfaction	  and	  good	  levels	  of	  engagement.	  	  
This	  paper	  focuses	  on	  describing	  the	  two	  aforementioned	  strategies	  in	  the	  context	  of	  a	  large	  sized	  1st	  
year	  design	  studio	  class	  at	  Queensland	  University	  of	  Technology;	  it	  discusses	  our	  notion	  of	  student	  
engagement,	  and	  it	  provides	  examples	  from	  students’	  Learning	  Experience	  Survey	  data	  (LEX)	  to	  
discuss	  students’	  levels	  of	  engagement	  as	  a	  response	  to	  the	  referred	  pedagogies.	  Finally,	  
recommendations	  for	  implementing	  such	  approaches	  are	  outlined	  with	  suggestions	  for	  future	  
development.	  
	  
The	  design	  studio	  in	  the	  context	  of	  a	  First	  Year	  class	  at	  QUT	  
Design	  studio	  is	  an	  important	  part	  of	  the	  design	  education	  curriculum.	  Its	  primary	  aim	  is	  not	  just	  to	  
teach	  how	  to	  design	  but	  to	  develop	  an	  understanding	  of	  what	  design	  through	  a	  creative	  and	  
analytical	  way	  of	  thinking.	  It	  is	  the	  first	  place	  that	  the	  design	  student	  will	  experience	  the	  design	  
process.	  This	  view	  is	  firmly	  supported	  on	  the	  Architecture	  studio	  tradition	  where	  the	  act	  of	  
designing—generating,	  evaluating,	  and	  developing	  alternatives—is	  learned	  and	  practiced	  (Gross	  et	  
al;	  1997).	  	  According	  to	  Broccato	  (2009)	  well-­‐established	  pedagogies	  employed	  in	  design	  studios	  are	  
field	  trips;	  shared	  and	  well	  resourced	  physical	  space;	  expert	  lectures	  and	  panel	  discussions;	  pin	  up	  
sessions;	  desk	  critique	  sessions;	  formal	  juries;	  consultation	  during	  class	  work	  time;	  and	  a	  propose-­‐
critique-­‐iterate	  stance.	  In	  these	  pedagogies,	  a	  student’s	  individual	  designing	  during	  the	  studio	  is	  the	  
central	  activity.	  	  
These	  pedagogies	  are	  common	  to	  design	  studio	  based	  units	  at	  QUT.	  First	  Year	  applied	  pedagogies	  
employ	  a	  field	  trip,	  a	  shared	  resources	  in	  a	  common	  physical	  space,	  expert	  and	  guest	  lectures,	  pin	  up	  
sessions,	  round	  table	  discussions,	  and	  consultations	  during	  class	  work	  time.	  Design	  students	  typically	  
undertake	  two	  design	  units	  in	  their	  first	  semester:	  a	  discipline-­‐specific	  unit	  and	  a	  common	  
foundation,	  Introducing	  Design.	  	  
Introducing	  Design	  caters	  to	  all	  First	  Year	  students	  from	  all	  disciplines	  and	  runs	  over	  five	  weeks	  in	  
the	  first	  semester.	  A	  four	  week	  lecture	  programme	  introduces	  design	  theory,	  process	  and	  visual	  
thinking	  followed	  by	  a	  week	  of	  activities	  centred	  on	  team-­‐based	  design	  projects	  in	  an	  intensive	  off-­‐
site	  experience.	  During	  this	  ’block	  delivery’,	  all	  other	  classes	  are	  suspended	  allowing	  students	  to	  
immerse	  themselves	  in	  design	  studio	  culture	  and	  process	  in	  an	  accelerated,	  intensive	  format	  without	  
distractions.	  Three	  parallel	  sessions	  accommodate	  the	  large	  cohort	  of	  approximately	  420	  students	  
supported	  by	  a	  teaching	  team	  of	  45	  academic	  and	  technical	  staff,	  tutors	  and	  senior	  students.	  
Architecture,	  industrial	  design,	  interior	  design	  and	  landscape	  architecture	  students	  work	  in	  cross-­‐
discipline	  teams	  on	  two	  design	  projects	  over	  a	  period	  of	  three	  days	  in	  full-­‐day	  studio-­‐format	  teaching	  
input.	  Each	  project	  culminates	  in	  presentation,	  formative	  and	  summative	  assessment	  allowing	  
students	  to	  see	  how	  criteria-­‐referenced	  assessment	  is	  applied	  to	  design	  projects	  in	  an	  authentic	  
manner.	  Students	  use	  a	  reflective	  journal	  to	  integrate	  theory,	  reflective	  practice	  and	  visual	  thinking	  
as	  their	  individual	  assessment	  item.	  This	  intensive	  experience	  encapsulates	  the	  design	  process	  and	  
concludes	  before	  the	  middle	  of	  the	  semester	  allowing	  them	  to	  transfer	  knowledge	  of	  design	  and	  
design	  assessment	  into	  other	  classes.	  
Another	  pedagogy	  employed	  in	  our	  Industrial	  Design	  classes	  of	  approximately	  140	  students	  is	  known	  
as	  the	  ‘Concept	  Bomb”.	  Students	  are	  given	  a	  five	  minute	  briefing	  and	  asked	  to	  generate	  one	  or	  more	  
design	  concepts	  for	  a	  simple	  product.	  Often	  the	  brief	  is	  quite	  ‘blue	  sky’	  and	  conceptual	  or	  a	  fairly	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superficial	  styling	  challenge.	  The	  session	  concludes	  with	  immediate	  tutor-­‐guided	  peer-­‐assisted	  
assessment	  (Figure	  1).	  Usually	  four	  of	  these	  exercises	  are	  conducted	  during	  the	  semester	  with	  the	  
best	  three	  grades	  contributing	  to	  assessment.	  They	  are	  timed	  to	  provide	  a	  change	  of	  pace	  from	  
longer	  design	  projects	  introducing	  some	  variety.	  
	  
Figure	  1:	  Peer	  assessment	  during	  a	  concept	  bomb	  pin-­‐up	  	  
	  	  
The	  common	  factor	  in	  field	  trip	  and	  Concept	  Bomb	  activities	  is	  intensity	  of	  experience	  and	  
immediate	  feedback.	  In	  fact	  both	  of	  these	  activities	  share	  some	  of	  the	  characteristics	  of	  exams,	  an	  
assessment	  format	  not	  widely	  enjoyed	  by	  students:	  they	  are	  sharply	  limited	  in	  duration;	  they	  
contribute	  to	  student	  grades;	  and	  they	  require	  students	  to	  perform	  at	  a	  particular	  time	  and	  place.	  
	  
Student’s	  engagement	  in	  design	  studios	  
Intuition	  suggests	  that	  students	  would	  tend	  to	  reject	  potentially	  stressful,	  performance	  intensive	  
assessment	  circumstances	  but	  our	  experience	  suggests	  the	  opposite	  to	  be	  the	  case	  with	  high	  levels	  
of	  student	  satisfaction	  and	  engagement.	  There	  may	  be	  several	  reasons	  for	  this:	  
• rapid	  turnaround	  assessment	  reduces	  out-­‐of-­‐class	  workload	  easing	  pressures	  on	  time-­‐poor	  
students	  
• intensive	  activities	  can	  take	  place	  under	  guidance	  from	  staff	  reducing	  student	  uncertainty	  
and	  indecision	  
• intense	  activities	  may	  encourage	  the	  adoption	  of	  an	  immersive	  ‘flow’	  state	  reducing	  
distraction	  and	  enhancing	  task	  engagement	  
• short	  duration	  activities	  provide	  a	  counterpoint	  to	  longer	  duration	  activities	  
Engagement	  is	  the	  critical	  factor.	  The	  notion	  of	  students’	  engagement	  has	  been	  referred	  to	  as	  one	  
with	  many	  meanings	  (Bryson;	  2007).	  Some	  of	  those	  notions	  refer	  to:	  	  
• behaviours	  in	  and	  around	  the	  classroom;	  e.g.	  being	  active	  and	  participating	  by	  asking	  
questions;	  
• faculty-­‐student	  interaction;	  
• cooperation	  among	  students;	  
• a	  dynamic	  relationship	  between	  learner	  and	  environment	  that	  helps	  student	  ‘make	  sense	  of’	  
and	  that	  implies	  more	  than	  active	  participation	  in	  the	  classroom;	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• a	  continuum	  of	  engagement	  from	  disengaged	  to	  engaged	  and	  a	  number	  of	  levels	  within	  
which	  the	  same	  student	  may	  exhibit	  different	  degrees	  of	  engagement	  within:	  the	  classroom,	  
a	  task,	  a	  module,	  the	  university.	  
	  
Student	  behaviour	  and	  student-­‐staff	  interaction	  in	  class	  suggests	  that	  students	  engage	  with	  field	  trip	  
and	  Concept	  Bomb	  activities	  with	  considerable	  enthusiasm.	  We	  found	  that	  intensity	  seems	  to	  be	  a	  
key	  factor	  in	  students’	  positive	  engagement.	  Student	  feedback	  gathered	  from	  QUT’s	  Learning	  
Experience	  Survey	  (“LEX”)	  illustrates	  this.	  The	  LEX	  survey	  asks	  students	  to	  comment	  on	  the	  positive	  
aspects	  of	  their	  units	  as	  well	  as	  the	  aspect	  in	  need	  of	  improvement.	  Qualitative	  analysis	  of	  written	  
LEX	  responses	  indicates	  student	  support	  for	  intense	  learning	  experiences.	  In	  DNB101	  Industrial	  
Design	  1	  20%	  of	  positive	  responses	  cited	  the	  Concept	  Bomb	  with	  no	  negative	  responses.	  In	  DEB101	  
Introducing	  Design	  46%	  of	  positive	  comments	  related	  to	  the	  field	  trip	  activity	  and/or	  the	  intensity	  of	  
the	  experience	  while	  only	  7%	  of	  the	  negative	  responses	  featured	  the	  field	  trip	  or	  intensity	  as	  an	  
issue.	  Examples	  of	  qualitative	  feedback	  reveal	  the	  students’	  positive	  engagement	  for	  these	  activities: 
“It	  was	  great	  that	  the	  unit	  was	  concentrated	  into	  a	  third	  of	  the	  semester.	  I	  felt	  that	  I	  took	  
more	  from	  it	  being	  in	  a	  block	  delivery	  than	  if	  I	  had	  been	  spending	  a	  few	  hours	  a	  week	  on	  it.	  
All	  possible	  units	  should	  be	  delivered	  like	  this!”	  
“I	  really	  liked	  the	  camping	  trip.	  What	  a	  great	  way	  to	  immerse	  myself	  in	  the	  studies	  while	  
getting	  to	  know	  my	  new	  class	  mates.”	   
“I	  loved	  the	  Concept	  Bombs	  (Don't	  dare	  discontinue	  them)”	  
“Concept	  Bombs	  were	  definitely	  a	  stand	  out	  and	  workshop	  time.	  These	  were	  my	  two	  
favourite	  aspects	  of	  the	  unit.”	  
“The	  Concept	  Bombs	  were	  a	  really	  great	  way	  of	  getting	  people	  to	  work	  quickly	  under	  
pressure.”	  
“...in	  the	  first	  4	  weeks	  of	  class	  I	  had	  learned	  more	  about	  drawing	  techniques	  than	  in	  12	  years	  
of	  schooling.	  In	  addition,	  the	  week-­‐long	  assessment	  tasks	  and	  concept	  bombs	  kept	  me	  on	  my	  
toes	  and	  interested	  in	  the	  topic.	  Also,	  pinning	  our	  work	  up	  on	  the	  walls	  and	  having	  it	  marked	  
during	  class	  (by	  the	  tutor	  or	  peers)	  ensured	  that	  we	  got	  quick	  and	  helpful	  feedback”.	  
	  
The	  field	  trip	  format	  has	  also	  been	  seen	  to	  be	  successful	  with	  non-­‐design	  students.	  The	  Introducing	  
Design	  curriculum	  is	  also	  delivered	  to	  First	  Year	  Information	  Technology	  students	  undertaking	  the	  
Games	  and	  Interactive	  Entertainment	  course.	  
“I	  loved	  the	  intensive	  assessment—it	  really	  put	  everything	  into	  perspective.	  Everything	  we	  
learnt	  really	  came	  together	  and	  made	  sense.	  New	  friendships	  were	  also	  made	  within	  the	  unit	  
which	  was	  really	  good.	  Originally	  I	  was	  petrified	  of	  this	  assessment	  but	  it	  turned	  out	  to	  be	  a	  
really	  fun	  and	  enjoyable	  experience.	  (Scott	  and	  Docherty,	  2010)	  
	  	  
Assessment	  as	  Engagement	  
As	  the	  nature	  of	  many	  design	  projects	  involve	  co-­‐discovery,	  staff	  and	  students	  explore	  a	  design	  
problem	  and	  develop	  solution	  approaches	  together.	  This	  approach	  makes	  developing	  assessment	  
criteria	  for	  design	  projects	  extremely	  challenging.	  Tangible	  assessment	  criteria	  that	  First	  Year	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students	  can	  meet	  are	  sometimes	  difficult	  to	  create	  before	  the	  project	  concludes.	  Student	  
engagement	  in	  assessment	  is	  equally	  challenging,	  but	  just	  as	  vital.	  However	  these	  apparently	  
contradictory	  demands	  can	  enhance	  each	  other.	  In	  situ	  teaching	  input	  and	  formative	  assessment	  
from	  tutors,	  lecturers	  and	  technical	  staff	  encourages	  rapid	  learning.	  Meaningful	  and	  immediate	  
summative	  and	  formative	  assessment	  allows	  students	  to	  see	  how	  criteria-­‐referenced	  assessment	  is	  
applied	  to	  design	  projects	  in	  an	  authentic	  manner.	  This	  knowledge,	  positioned	  early,	  is	  highly	  
valuable	  for	  their	  other	  design	  units.	  Assessment	  can	  be	  considered	  a	  tool	  for	  student	  engagement.	  	  
	  
Conclusions	  
It	  is	  clear	  from	  our	  experiences	  that	  students	  value	  intensive	  studio	  activities	  especially	  when	  
combined	  with	  timely	  assessment	  and	  feedback.	  Contrary	  to	  expectations	  that	  students	  dislike	  
exam-­‐like	  activities	  students	  engage	  with	  field	  trip	  and	  Concept	  Bomb	  design	  activities	  with	  
enthusiasm.	  There	  is	  no	  doubt	  that	  conventional	  longer-­‐duration	  design	  projects	  are	  essential	  for	  
allowing	  students	  to	  engage	  with	  the	  full	  depth	  and	  complexity	  of	  the	  design	  process	  but	  short,	  
intensive	  design	  activities	  introduce	  variety	  to	  the	  learning	  experience	  and	  enhance	  student	  
engagement.	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